When you mention Saudi Arabia to someone the response you get is often quite varied. Most people picture the kingdom as a land of hot barren landscapes, sand dunes, and oil wells pumping in the horizon. This is true to some extent. But what we have come to find out is Saudi Arabia is so much more.
Forty percent of the kingdom is comprised of large sand deserts, namely the Rub Al Kahli (Empty Quarter), the Great Nafud, and the Al Dahna. Saudi Arabia is large, roughly the section of the United States east of the Mississippi. There is more variety in landscapes and climatic conditions than one would imagine. This vast area is like a giant plateau that has been tilted eastward from the Red Sea to the Arabian Gulf with a high rift escarpment bordering the Red Sea. The western highlands are very beautiful and rugged with peaks approaching 10,000 ft. in elevation and rainfall of over 20 inches per year. This area abounds with wildlife and large areas are covered with scrub juniper (Juniperus sp.) forests and terraced farmlands.
The Red Sea is an aquatic wonderland with some of the warmest waters in the world housing abundant marine life. Swimming, snorkeling, and scuba diving among the reefs is truly an adventure.
The coastal plains are very humid compared to the interior of the kingdom. Areas to the south, namely parts of the Rub Al Khali, may go several years without rain. In most areas of the kingdom, the rainfall varies from 2 to 5 inches per year. This is an extreme desert climate with very hot summer temperatures. The mean annual temperature for the kingdom averages between 72 and 80°F. The mean summer temperature averages about 75°F in the mountain regions and 98°F for some of the interior regions. Temperatures reaching the 120 to 130°F mark are not uncommon in the summer time. The mean winter temperature averages from less than 46°F in the mountain regions and northern part of the kingdom to a high of 80°F along the southern Red Sea coast. Sub-freezing temperatures are not uncommon in the interior.
As you go from the granitic formations of the western highlands through the limestone sedimentary basins of the interior the elevational and climatic changes are more subtle. There are few high plateaus and escarpments as you head east to the oil fields and the warm shallow waters of the Arabian Gulf.
One of the primary ambitions of Saudi Arabia is to become self-sufficient in food production. That is why U.S. Department of Agriculture/ Soil Conservation Service personnel have been asked to come to the kingdom. There are nine soil scientists at present working on the general soil
